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Recently declassified documents and other materials make reexamination of the
Truman administration natfonal security planning apparatus a valuable example of
policy formation in crises. The arguments formed and advanced in the present
strategic debate are strikingly similar to those offered in the debate on NSC-68," the
first major official American policy planning document of the cold war.

DEPARTURE FROM

INCREMENTALISM

IN U.S. STRATEGIC PLANNING:

THE ORIGINS OF NSC-68

by

Sam Poslbriel

Decisionmaking  Analyses. Decision-
making studies of United States’ at-
tempts at forging world order following
World War II too frequently appear as
demongraphy or hagiography and it is
not difficult to see why this is so. For
“realist” historians and political scien-
tists, the heart of international politics
is unquestionably the actions and re-
actions of individuals in history, to-
gether with estimations of national
capabilities and interests. When the
individuals have the personalities (or are
imputed to have such features) of a
Roosevelt, a Truman, a Churchill, or a
Stalin, it is understandable that percep-
tions of historical events are weighted
very heavily by estimates of personality
traits and actions of leading figures and
their subordinates. The recent spate of
‘‘psychohistories,” a genre whose
modern contributors inciude Harold
Lasswell, William Bullitt, Nathan Leites,
Arnold Rogow, Michael Rogin [Jack-
son], Fawn Brodie, William Langer, and

Publivsvﬁg%r;lU%bI{Iaat\lra rnwsg‘rtgﬁg{gﬁ%éital:%glmaggns,

but a few, affirm the continuing popu-
larity of this mode of “political” ex-
planation. In the case of the formula-
tion and implementation of postwar
American foreign policy, certain struc-
tural features seem to lend credence to
personalist accounts of public policy.
The close of the Second World War and
the years immediately following saw in
the United States no anonymous,
hloated foreign policy bureaucracy
absorbing the attention and energies of
innocent elected officials.' U.S. na-
tional security policy machinery was
then in its infancy, a product of the
1947 and 1949 defense reorganization
acts which, among other innovations,
gave life to the Central Intelligence
Agency, the Joint Chiefs of Staff and
the National Security Council. George
F. Kennan, at the direction of Secretary
of State George Marshall (he as well a

*See "NSC-068: A Report to the National

Security Council,"” Naval War Colicge Review,
May-June 1975, p. b1.
1980
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figure of mythical proportions in the
public mind) set up the Policy Planning
Staff in the State Department on 1 May
1947, The newly formed National Milj-
tary Establishment experienced inter-
necine warfare of almost mind-boggling
scope and variety in the 5 years between
the close of World War II and the
beginning of the Korean war,’> while
admittedly dealing with new and very
complex issues. The "great decisions" of
the period were popularly perceived to
be those arrived at by '‘great men,"
aided, to be sure, by influential subordi-
nates, but primarily a testament to the
personalities and intentions of the indi-
vidual leaders.

An alternative analytic tradition, of
somewhat more recent vintage, attempts
to mount a paternity suit with regard to
the actual origins of the major foreign
policy decisions of the postwar period.
This ‘'bureaucratic politics” school
stresses the influence of the numerous
formal and informal institutional con-
straints that limit the discretion of
public officials, constraints occasionally
so significant that it may seem wholly
inaccurate and seriously misleading to
claim that elected officials actually
“decide’ —freely, and after explicit
attention to and weighing of a set of
objectively presented complex policy
alternatives—any particular issue of even
modest significance, much less some-
thing on the order of a policy of
containment, the construction of a
Furopean Recovery Program, or the
production of the hydrogen bomb. Such
policies are produced, if not by inad-
vertence (the ‘‘quagmire myth” when
they fail), then by the heaving and
hauling of bureaucratic bargaining
within the confines of the major
Cabinet departments and associated ex-
ecutive ‘‘advisory' offices (e.g, the
National Security Council, the Central
Intelligence Agency, the Council of
Economic Advisors), who in turn are
buffeted by countless small, but cumu-
latively great, pressures from public and

NSC-08 35

private sources. The ‘'task environ-
ments”’ of each of the members of the
foreign policy bureaucracy are
extremely complex, and extremely un-
forgiving of error and miscalculation by
individual institutions and offices com-
prising the foreign policy
establishment,”

Neither of these approaches seems
intellectually compelling standing alone.
Both have significant prima facie appeal
for those concerned with constructing a
convincing account of postwar Amer-
ican foreign policy. Between Schle-
singer's conviction of the "madness of
Stalin,” and Kennan's that Stalin was
“entirely rational in his external poli-
cles,” must lie the truth.* Similarly, as
Amos Perlmutter has arqued, the bu-
reaucratic politics approach ‘should
lead serious theorists to infer the exist-
ence of inherent and actual dispro-
portions of power between the Pres-
ident and his advisors.”® The fact that
much of the bureaucratic politics liter-
ature appears innocent of such recogni-
tion, that it attempts to minimize the
personal significance of leading public
officials, forces it to discount much
valuable information, and consequently
lessens the soundness of its analysis.°

Common sense and a minimum de-
gree of risk aversion dictate that a more
persuasive analysis must fall between
the two principal analytic schemes,
drawing on the strengths of both, and
withdrawing assent from one or the
other when it becomes clear that the
marginal value of adhering to its direc-
tions rapidly declines past a certain
subjectively identified point. This analy-
sis of the origins of NSC-68 will attempt
to tread such a path, using all the while
a set of motivational and informational
assumptions currently out of favor
among most contributors to the bureau-
cratic politics school. 1t adopts a ‘ra-
tional bias'’ recommended recently by
George Quester in his valuable book
Nuclear Diplomacy. Quester suggests
good reasons for believing that what

https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol33/iss2/4
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public officials and their subordinates
argued among themselves in their for-
eign policy deliberations in the postwar
period accurately reflected their actual
beliefs, absent circumstances in which
dissembling proved for them tactically
more advantageous. Quester continues:

To assume that statesmen were

more intelligent than they have

seemed may appear a somewhat
radical or perverse approach to

any area of social science. Yet a

straightforward defense for this

assumption might argue as fol-
lows. Statesmen will often find it

to their interest to pretend to be

what they are not; to feign non-

existent ignorance is easier than to
feign nonexistent intelligence;
hence statesmen will generally
seem more ignorant than they are.
A second argument would be that
we can indeed account for one
major persistent error amongst
strategists, namely, underrating
the intelligence of other strate-
gists. Adhering to the earlier stipu-
lation that all serious miscalcula-
tion must be explainable, one
would have to cite the ego-gratify-
ing benefits for an intellectual of
the “out’ party in believing that
the ‘ins” are simply stupid. In-
deed, it may seem to the reader at
points that the only error re-
peatedly identified in this account

is one man's assumption that

another has made erroneous

assumptions.’

Such an account of the decision-
making capabilities of leading partici-
pants in a variety of strategic delibera-
tions need not deny that the individuals
were subject to bounded rationality,
and that they occasionally succumbed
to the blandishments of *‘groupthink"®
or other cognitive dissonance reduction
mechanisms. But examination of an
increasingly rich public documentary
record leaves little ground for belittling
the strategic deliberations of the

principal participants in the construc-
tion of American foreign policy in the
1945-50 period. This is not to say that
errors were not made or identified, that
opportunities were not missed, nor that
the quality of such deliberations as did
take place might not have been im-
proved, It is rather to urge that when
different individuals, viewing the
“same'’ evidence, reach markedly differ-
ent conclusions regarding the implica-
tions of that evidence, one cannot with
certainty impute “intelligence’ to one
group and “‘stupidity” to another. Vin-
dication by events, acquittal by history,
often constitute lessons fallibly drawn.
This is offered to chasten judgment, not
to chill inquiry.

While this study uses the ‘'rational
hias" proposed by Quester, care must be
taken to avoid a number of uncom-
monly seductive fallacies to which writ-
ers in the bureaucratic politics-rational
choice literature may be prone. The
fallacy of division warns that properties
associated with a group are not auto-
matically just those associated with each
and every member of the group. Thus if
we come to claim that the decision-
making process that generated NSC-68
was (or was not) characterized by a high
deqgree of rationality, this does not
entitle us to conclude that each of the
participants in that process can equally
thus be characterized. The fallacy of
composition warns against the converse
deduction, ie., if we attribute (or do
not attribute) a high degree of ration-
ality to each of the participants in the
decisionmaking process, it need not
follow that the process itself be so
described. Finally we may identify what
I shall call the fallacy of connectedness,
This asserts, following the present exam-
ples, that deficiency in one of the
components of a system will necessarily
taint or impair the performance of the
whole. This implies that system compo-
nents are tightly coupled, serially inter-
connected, and nonredundant—none of
which may be the case. A variety of

Published by U.S. Naval War College Digital Commons, 1980
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error suppression mechanisms can be
and routinely are built into political,
social, economic, military, as well as
mechanical systems.”

The most complete account of the
origins and contents of NSC-68 prior to
the publication of the document in
1975 is Paul Hammond's *“NSC-68: Pro-
logue to Rearmament,”'® published in
1962, Hammond's study stands up re-
markably well 18 years later, a tribute
to the diligence and care with which he
pursued the evidence available to him
then, the most important of which was
extensive interview data from partici-
pants in the drafting of NSC-68. Docu-
mentary evidence available only in the
last 3 years permits a more thorough
reconstruction of the decisionmaking
process that generated NSC-68, its four
supplements (NSC-68/1-4, 21 and 30
September; 8 and 14 December 1950),
and related strategic analyses of the Hiro-
shima-Korea interregnum. Hammond
correctly concludes that the production
of NSC-68 was a much more “rational”
process than that generating the FY
1950 defense budget: *'The fiscal 1950
defense budget was never expressed in
terms of the strategies which it was
intended to support, nor were alter-
native strategies and their costs de-
scribed . .. [NSC-68] stated general
premises and it examined general alter-
native courses of action, selecting
among them the one most strongly
supported by the analysis.”'" As such it
was a model for all subsequent strategic
analyses, including the 1957 Gaither
Report and most recently PRM-10.
NSC-68 was an exercise in nomnincre-
mental policymaking designed, in Dean
Acheson’s words, “‘to so bludgeon the
mas$ mind of ‘top government’ that not
only could the President make a deci-
sion but that the decision could be
carried out.”! ?

Poslwar Foreign Policy. It was clear
that the United States, following the
collapse of Germany and Japan, was

NSC-68 37

from then on to bear a major burden in
fashioning a structure of world order
threatened by what Gabriel Almond
called in 1950 “‘a universalist, dogmatic-
absolutist, monolithic Soviet Union.'! 3
A posture of “rational interventionism,”
Almond continued —“foreign policies
based on unambiguous efforts to foster
the American and Western value system
in the face of Soviet aftacks''—seemed
the sensible and ineluctable response of
American national security policy-
makers.'* The problem throughout the
immediate postwar period lay just in the
likelihood that U.S, responses to Soviet
initiatives in Europe and fsia would be
appropriately designed to thwart these
expected Soviet thrusts by all measures
short of, but not excluding, direct
American military engagement with
Soviet, East European, and Chinese
forces.

To this end the series of American
responses beginning, perhaps, with
U.S.-Soviet Union negotiations concern-
ing German reparations, and demands in
1946 for Soviet withdrawal from Iran,
begged for a logically argued, factually
buttressed, and popularly supported for-
eign policy program requiring an ex-
plicit commitment of substantial na-
tional resources as well as an executive
positioned and willing to act decisively
in particular situations demanding rapid
response. That the Truman Doctrine,
and even the Marshall Plan, were not
such programs became abundantly clear
to foreign policy planners in the follow-
ing 3 years. Much as Stalin’s alarming
February 1946 speech fell considerably
short of what Justice Douglas and many
others construed as a “declaration of
World War Three,' so the hastily draft-
ed Truman address was itself a meas-
ured, though major, response to a specific
international crisis' *—-a response in
which, as in the Czech and Berlin crises
of the following year, the United States
exercised considerable restraint in the
face of what was perceived to be sub
stantial provocation.

https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol33/iss2/4
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The 194649 period was thus charac-
terized by a series of ad hoc strategic
analyses of American foreign policy,
each in response to a particular per-
ceived crisis of Soviet inspiration if not
manufacture, most too late and too
ambiguous to gquide administration
budget and defense planners, and none
sufficiently compelling or authoritative
to enlist the unqualified support of all
the principal bureaucratic and congres-
sional participants in their design. Some
were made public (the Truman Doc-
trine, Kennan’s “X" article, congres-
sional debates on the Marshall Plan, the
MDAP, the Navy-Air Force battles over
strategic forces and weapons systems,
China, Berlin) but others were con-
cealed from public scrutiny and debate
for some time (Kennan's 1946 ‘“long
telegram,” Clark Clifford’s memo to
President Truman, discussions before
and the report of the General Advisory
Committee of the Atomic Energy Com-
mission, and a string of formal analyses
culminating in the NSC-68 series).

The Order for NSC.68. On 19
November 1949, 2 months after he
reported the first detection of a Soviet
atomic bomb test, President Truman
charged a Special Committee of the
National Security Council (Secretary of
State Dean Acheson, Secretary of De
fense Louis Johnson, and Atomic
Enerqy Commission Chairman David
Lilienthal) with the responsibility for
making recommendations

a. as to whether and in what
manner the United States should
undertake the development and
possible production of “super”
atomic weapons, and

b. as to whether and why any
publicity should be given to this
matter.

The report of the Special Committee,
transmitted to the President 31 January
1950 contained the following three
recommendations: ' ®

a. That the President direct
the Atomic Energy Commission
to proceed to determine the tech-
nical feasibility of a thermo-
nuclear weapon, the scale and rate
of effort to be determined jointly
by the Atomic Energy Commis-
sion and the Department of De
fense; and that the necessary
ordnance and carrier program be
undertaken concurrently;

b. That the President direct
the Secretary of State and the
Secretary of Defense to undertake
a reexamination of our objectives
on out strategic plans, in the light
of the probable fission bomb
capability and possible thermo-
nuclear bomb capability of the
Soviet Union;

¢, That the President indicate
publicly the intention of this
Government to continue work to
determine the feasibility of a
thermonuclear weapon, and that
no further official information on
it be made public without the
approval of the President.

The same day President Truman issued a
letter to the Secretary of State imple-
menting the recommendations of the
Special Committee Report.'” In par-
ticular, Secretary Acheson instructed
Paul Nitze, the newly appointed Direc-
tor of the State Department's Policy
Planning Staff, to cooperate with desig-
nated representatives of the Secretary of
Defense in implementing the second
recommendation of the Special Com-
mittee, i.e., to prepare for the National
Security Council, and for the President,
a study of the United States' strategic
position in the aftermath of the Soviet
attainment of nuclear capability, and
the fall of China to the Communists.
Nitze, who represented Acheson at most
of the meetings of the Special Com-
mittee, succeeded, with Lilienthal, in

Published by U.S. Naval War College Digital Commons, 1980
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urging the incorporation of the second
recommendation in the Committee’s
report. Drafts of the study were circu-
lated to limited numbers of senior
Government officials for comment from
mid-February through the first week of
April 1950. The completed study, “A
Report to the National Security Council
on United States Objectives and Pro-
grams for National Security,” dated 14
April 1950, was given the file number
NSC-68. Between April 1950 and
December 1950, four revisions of
NSC-68 were completed and made part
of the NSC-68 series.

Organizalion of the Study Group,

State Department. From the he-

ginning, once it was clear that the
strategic study called for by the Presi-
dent would be undertaken outside regu-
lar National Security Council channels,
the initiative and direction of the study
group was supplied by the State Depart-
ment members of the team, specifically
by Paul Nitze and his colleagues in the
Z.year old Policy Planning Staif. Nitze,
succeeding George Kennan as the staff's
director in January 1950, had the full
confidence and support of Secretary
Acheson throughout the 6-week draft-
ing and comment period. The principal
Defense Department representatives,
Maj. Gen, James H. Burns {Ret.) and
Maj. Gen. Truman H. Landon, could
claim no such support and comfort
from Secretary of Defense Louis John-
son.

The Policy Planning Staff of the
State Department proved to be one of
the more happy innovaticns in a depart-
ment infrequently accused of boldness
and imagination. Secretary Acheson
accurately described the role of the staff
in Senate executive session testimony in
1949:' "

This Policy Planning Staff was
supposed to do and is doing two
things: one, it is locking at the
problems which are going to be
here next month, and the month

NSC-68 39

after, and the month after that,

and not the problem which is

happening today; then it is a

constant source of criticism of

what the Department is doing. It
looks at what is going on, and
says, “‘Does this activity still make
sense? It was a perfectly good
policy when you started it, hut is

it getting anywhere?” Or, “fre

you just simply cranking along at

the same old thing and making no
progress? "’
They continually criticize what

is being done; they continually

warn you that there is something

coming over the horizon now that

is going to be a first-class problem

and you have got to get to work;

you have got to plan, to think, to
get ready to meet it. They do not
operate. They call in people from
the operating divisions to consult

with them. They then work out a

policy plan, either one which tells

you of something that is going to
happen to you or one which
reappraises what you are doing.

Nitze and his colleagues were eager
to challenge prevailing Bureau of the
Budget and Defense Department
estimates that defense spending could
not exceed $13.5 billion without seri-
ously damaging the economy. [n the
summer of 1949 the Policy Planning
Staff undertock a study of Soviet and
American defense spending, an exercise
that the past director of the Policy
Planning Staff, George Kennan, would
not likely have undertaken, convinced
as he was into 1950 that existing re-
sources were sufficient, if correctly
used, to ensure American security from
what he felt would he likely Soviet
challenges.'” That same summer Nitze
and Kennan had conferred with Gen.
Richard C. Lindsay, Deputy Director
for Strategic Plans of the Joint Staff, in
the first of a number of subsequent
efforts to improve communication and
facilitate joint State and Defense

https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol33/iss2/4
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strategic analysis and planning,?° These
efforts were to prove mutually frus-
trating owing to the recalcitrance of the
Secretary of Defense, and to the reluc-
tance of the members of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff to delegate to their
subordinates duties whose performance
might be construed by their superiors as
encroaching even slightly on the latter’s
policymaking authority. Three months
after NSC-68 had been completed Nitze
complained, in a memo to Acheson,
that
In the preparation of NSC
papers on politico-military mat-
ters there is no way to obtain the
views or comments of the service
departments or the J[oint]
Clhiefs] [of] S[taff| at the draft-
ing stage. As a consequence, con-
flicting views are constantly
brought to the NSC. This results
in irritating and time consuming
discussions which detract from
the matters that ought to receive
the full attention of the NSC.%!
The fact that NSC-68 and subsequent
studies focused closely on the issues of
military preparedness and planning, as
well as on more general issues of
strategy and diplomacy, made these
communication barriers between the
State and Defense Departments all the
more frustrating. Nitze himself was subr
stantially better versed in issues of
military capabilities and operations than
was Kennan, his predecessor as Director
of the Policy Planning Staff, and this
difference in their experiences produced
sharp differences in estimates of Soviet
intentions and capabilities in the course
of drafting NSC-68 and afterward. At
one point following the start of the
Korean war, for example, Nitze, con-
cerned about reports that the Soviet
Union was producing some 600 Mig-15
fighters per month, asked the Air Force
to fly by the Sakhalin Island bases
where it was believed a portion were
stationed. As a result of this CIA est-
mates were partially verified.?? This is

COLLEGE REVIEW

information that Kennan would not
likely have as actively pursued. As
Director of the study group, Nitze was
also the only member provided up to
date stockpile figures for the American
nuclear weapons inventory, figures still
not released by the Department of
Defense.?? Sufficient information now
exists, however, to enable one to formu-
late reasonably good estimates of the
size of the American stockpile. Nitze
and his colleagues spent considerable
time assessing the contribution of
nuclear weapons to U.S. defense, and
the sections of NSC-68 discussing these
issues are among the most carefully and
judiciously drafted.?*

Department of Defense. Nitze and
his colleagues worked most closely with
Maj. Gen. Truman H. Landon, Air Force
member of the Joint Strategic Survey
Committee (JSSC). The JSSC, on which
each of the services had representation,
was the principal policy planning arm of
the Joint Chiefs of Staff. While the
Joint Chiefs greatly valued the work of
the JSSC, its findings and recommen-
dations were purely advisory and could
in no way be taken as the authoritative
expression of the views of the Joint
Chiefs, much less those of the Secretary
of Defense,

General Landon’s immediate superior
was Maj. Gen., James H, Burns, U.S,
Army (Ret.}, the Special Consultant on
Politico-Military Matters to Secretary of
Defense Johnson. In the fall of 1949
Johnson had created a number of ad-
visory posts and liaison offices within
the National Military Establishment, In
a vaguely worded directive Johnson
indicated that General Burns would
"serve as a policy advisor on important
issues in [politico-military mat-
ters] ... and, on such occasions and in
such capacity, [would] discuss the
policies relating to such issues, if re-
quired, with the ranking officials of the
National Security Council, the Depart-
ment of State and other government

Published by U.S. Naval War College Digital Commons, 1980
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agencies which may be concerned.”**
Johnson gave virtually the same instruc-
tions to Najeeb E, Halaby, who in the
same memo had been designated Direc-
tor of a new Office of Foreign Military
Affairs?® and was nominally Burns’
subordinate. In any case Halaby, with
Robert Le Baron, Chairman of the Joint
Chiefs Military Liaison Committee to
the Atomic Energy Commission, joined
Burns and Landon in the deliberations
of the State-Defense study group, with
Landon bearing the brunt of the work,
This proved to be of crucial importance,
for had Burns actively participated, he
would have been required by Johnson
to reflect the Secretary’s rigid commit-
ment to economy and incremental ad-
justments of the defense budget, a
posture that was not required of the
State Department representatives by
Secretary Acheson. It may be too much
to say that Landon’s active partici-
pation, and Burns' sporadic involve-
ment, “was perhaps the most important
decision made in connection with
NSC-68,"?7 but it was clear that Lan.
don's relatively free hand during the
drafting stage, together with the support
of his colleagues in the JSSC, greatly
aided the work of the joint study group,
Once it became apparent that Nitze and
his State Department colleagues con-
templated a significant augmentation of
current and short-term projected de-
fense expenditures, those Defense De-
partment officials privy to the study
group’s deliberations and supportive of
the recommendations in various drafts
of NSC-68, likely found it prudent to
conceal their support from Louis John-
son and from his supporters among their
colleagues.

National Security Council. While
NSC-68 was a formal National Security
Council document, and thus entered in
its Permanent File Registry, the NSC
itself, and its staff, had little to do with
its preparation. However the NSC had,
early in January 1950, bequn to prepare

NSC-68 41

for a major assessment of American
strategic policy in light of the events of
the previous year, and as a followup to
NSC 20/4, “A Report on U.S. Objec-
tives With Respect to the U.S.5.R. to
Counter Soviet Threats to U.S. Se-
curity.”?® The President’s letter of 31
January 1950 effectively transferred
this task of a general reanalysis and
updating of NSC 20/4 to the State-
Defense study team quickly organized
by Secretaries Acheson and Johnson.?®

The effectiveness of the NSC staff
was subject to considerable question. At
a May 1949 meeting with Adm. Sidney
Souers, Executive Secretary of the NSC,
and his assistant and successor in that
post, James S, Lay, Jr., a number of
State Department officials urged that
the NSC staff, whose role and purpose
had never been clearly spelled out, not
be required to draft policy papers for
concideration of the council, a task
thought best left to State's Policy Plan-
ning Staff. The NSC staff coordinator
was in any case a member of the State
Department detailed for that duty.
George Kennan, then still the Policy
Planning Staff Director, informed
Souers and Lay that the PPS was plan-
ning to produce for NSC consideration
an annual review of U.S. foreign policy.
fis reported by Under Secretary of State
James E. Wehb, the review would
‘“cover where we have been and where
we are going. The paper, which would
be an estimate, would attempt to fore-
cast the areas and projects to which we
should give primary attention....It
will attempt to present a framework
within which all government agencies
could make plans for the following
twelve months.””??  Similar, though
more limited, summary estimatcs of the
world situation had been and were
continuing to be produced by the Cen-
tral Intelligence Agency, with the coop-
eration and participation of State’s in-
telligence division.*'

State Department members were par-
ticularly concerned with actions of the

https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol33/iss2/4
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NSC staff in drafting designated “meas-
ures papers” designed to implement
current NSC policy papers, including
one drafted to implement Kennan's
NSC 20/4, over State opposition. The
Joint Chiefs particularly pressed for
these measures papers, in search of some
guidance in drafting their contingency
war plans.*? The “measures’ paper for
NSC 20/4 was not unlike NSC-68 in
style and content., Its language was
urgent, exhorting responsible members
of the national security community to

LT o LI -

“'secure,’”’ “maintain,” “conduct,” "ini-
tiate,” ‘develop,” “strengthen,” “im-
prove,’’ ‘‘exploit,’”” ‘“encourage,”
“ready,” “safequard" a variety of meas-

ures designed to mobilize the military,
political, economic, and psychological
resources of the United States in an
expected confrontation and series of
confrontations with the U,5.8.R, and
her allies, but with care taken to “avoid
unduly impairing our economy and the
fundamental values and institutions in-
herent in our way of life,”” a theme
echoed a year later in NSC-68.%* The
measures and objectives were described
in very general terms, with nowhere
near the detail of NSC-68, and the
presentation in general was much infe-
rior to that of the latter. Kennan, on
reading the measures paper, objected to
it on some of the same grounds on
which he would a year later oppose the
drafting of NSC-68:°
During the early stages of this
project, the State Department re-
presentative on the NSC Staff
[George H. Butler, Deputy Direc-
tor of the Policy Planning Staff|
consistently advanced the view
that no useful purpose would be
served by attempling to draft a
detailed paper of this
kind. ... Mr. Butler took the po-
sition that such a report would
lead to rigidity of U.S. position
rather than to the flexibility of
operations which is essential
under present world condi-

tions . . . on seeing the final docu-
ment, I think it is dangerous to
give State Department approval to
it, and feel that we must make an
issue of it in the NSC—rather on a
point of principle concerning the
basic approach to foreign policy
problems rather than on the
merits of the provisions of this
particular document.

Similar objections to the measures
paper were voiced by a number of
others at an Under Secretary’s meeting
the day following Kennan's memo. At
that meeting, attended by 18 senior
State Department officials, including
Paul Nitze, then Special Assistant to the
Assistant Secretary of State for Eco-
nomic Affairs, the group discussed the
merits of Kennan's position, recom-
mending finally that Kennan ask NSC
Executive Secretary Admiral Souers to
remove the draft report from the NSC
agenda.’ * With the deterioration of the
U.S. position following the summer of
1949, many State Department officials,
again with the notable exceptions of
Kennan and Charles Bohlen, grew less
chary of formulating measures papers
that questioned the wisdom of officially
sanctioned hudgetary constraints, de-
spite their possible interpretation as
according Presidential assent to this or
that specific action.

Nuclear Weapons and Nalional De-
fense. Detection of a Soviet nuclear
explosion, together with other events,
spurred the commissioning of NSC-68
and it is not surprising that the members
of the study group devoted substantial
attention to the significance of nuclear
and thermonuclear weapons for the
preservation of U.S. national security.
Of the six official consultants to the
study group, five—J. Robert Oppen-
heimer, James B. Conant, Chester I.
Barnard, Henry D. Smyth, and Ernest
O. Lawrence—had participated directly
or indirectly in the shaping of U.S.
atomic energy policy during and after
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the war.’® It is impossitle today to

convey the anguish, the puzzlement,
and the determination that char-
acterized debates on the significance of
atomic weapons in the years 1945-50.
Mired in deep pessimism, decision-
makers constructed entire families of
counterfactual situations in which the
United States and the Soviet Union
were alternately favored or handicapped
in an imagined state of war. At the end
of 1949 the 4%-year American nuclear
monopoly had ended., Yet in all this
time no officially articulated strategic
doctrine existed, the availability of a
number of contingency war plans not to
the contrary. Prior to NSC 20/4, war
plans were devised by the Joint Stra-
tegic Plans Committee in the Depart-
ment of Defense with minimal guidance
from members of the Joint Chiefs, the
National Security Council, or the De-
partment of State. A substantial meas-
ure of risk aversion, a product of the
uncertainty the drafters of these doc-
uments experienced, required that
worst-case assumptions of Soviet capa-
bilities and intentions drive these anal-
yses. Estimates of the availability of
175-200 Soviet divisions for the con-
quest of Western Furope were routine in
the war plans of the BUSHWACKER-
BROILER-HALFMOON-FLEETWQOD-
DOUBLESTAR series (1948-49), and it
was assumed that Allied forces could
not begin ground operations to re-
capture territory in Western Europe and
the Middle East until at least D + 10
months following the initial Soviet
attacks.””

While many had significant reserva-
tions about the value of such detailed
planning for the eventual deployment of
forces in actual combat,®® the most
significant reservations about the con-
tent of the plans, rather than about the
exercise itself, were political in nature,
though they were couched in the form
of technical demurrers to the possibility
of this or that mission, weapon, or
tactic. Specifically, the entire series of

https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol33/iss2/4
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war plans beginning in 1948 envisioned
principal reliance for offensive retalia-
tory action on the Air Force's Strategic
Air Command, leaving naval carrier task
forces and Army ground combat units
the task of securing and holding ter-
ritory freed of enemy occupation by
aerial bombing, conventional, but prima-
rily nuclear, at least in the first phases
of combat. The conflict between the Air
Force and the Navy particularly embit-
tered senior military and civilian policy-
makers and produced a caricature of
reasoned examination of strategic roles
and missions in the 2 years preceding
the drafting of NSC-68. The debate over
the conclusions of the Harmon Report
(11 May 1949) presaged the bitter clash
between the Air Force and Navy later
that year in the so-called “Revolt of the
Admirals.”?? While both Air Force and
Navy officials periodically denied that
the use of nuclear weapons would be
‘“decisive’” in a clash with the Soviet
Union, both services sought vigorously
to demonstrate each other's infirmities
for such a mission, with an eye to
securing "fair shares" of what both
expected to be miserly defense budgets
for the years 1948-51,

Defining a role for the use of nuclear
weapons within a clearly articulated
strategic doctrine describing an effective
force structure proved one of the most
difficult tasks in the drafting of NSC-68.
Secretary Acheson, in a memo dictated
in December 1949, well described the
dilemmas confronting American stra-
tegic planners regarding the roie of
nuclear weapons.®? It merits extensive
quotation:

{1) [Why are we]| in effect
deciding to rely upon and use
such weapons .. ..

(a) Because while we had
atomic weapons and no other
nation had, it came to he regarded
as a powerful deterrent to war and
gquarantee of our security; the
Atomic Energy Act authorizes
production of weapons upon this

10
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theory; they came to play a large
part in military planning; and
Russian behavior over the past
few years overcame popular aver-
sion to the use of the weapon.
Thus acceptance of and reliance
upon it has grown more subtly
than through any articulate major
premise,

{b) Because, having
assumed commitments relating to
the defense of Western Europe, as
necessary for our own defense, we
do not have any other military
program which seems to offer
over the short run promise of
military effectiveness, Therefore
we are proceeding with the devel-
opment of atomic weapons and
carriers. (Note: This reasoning
does not prove that atomic weap-
ons provide the promise of mili-
tary success . ...)

(¢} And because also our
proposals for international control
will not be accepted by the Rus-
sians, a situation which produces
deadlock and means the inevitable
continuation of production and
mutual plans for use,

(2) It is also necessary to re-
view and decide our position re-
garding the essentiality of atomic
weapons because without it our
position on international con-
trol. .. becomes confused and
dangerous.

{(a) We cannot over a
pericd of time carry conviction
{and this is of vital importance in
the cold war) in advocating and
directing the effort for intetna-
tional control and abolition of
atomic weapons, if at the same
time our military reliance upon
them is growing.

(b) We cannot consider
profitably any proposals which
might be acceptable to the Rus-
sians and might prohibit for prac-
tical purposes in peace time ail

production of fissionable ma-
terials in sufficient quantity to
make bombs, unless we know
whether we want to do so, or not.

(¢} f we proceed with
further development of atomic
weapons, without a clear idea of
our attitude toward their use,
control, or abolition, we will
affect the attitude of the Rus-
sians—and the chances of avoiding
war-—, the attitude of our allies—,
and the course of the cold war—,
and the attitude of our own pub-
lic. In other words, we will affect
in various ways the direction of
drift.

(3) The absence of a clear
decision will confuse military
planning and this in turn will
confuse foreign policy and com-
mitments . . ..

VI (1) Would a continued
accumulation of atomic weapons
and means of delivery actually
stimulate the outbreak of war? It
does not appear that this would
be likely until such time as the
U.S.5.R. considered that its
atomic capabilities were sufficient
to offset ours and had a clear
superiority in other fields . . ..
Concern for the lack of a clearly
articulated strategic doctrine defining
the role of nuclear weapons proceeded
simultaneously with urgent demands
from a number of participants for the
speedy demonstration of the feasibility
of a thermonuclear bomb. Following
the report of the Soviet atomic ex-
plosion, the recommendations of the
CGeneral Advisory Committee of the
Atomic Enerqy Commission against pro-
ceeding with the development of such
weapons carried weight with senior
officials,*' and AEC commissioners
David Lilienthal, Sumner Pike, and
Henry Smyth continued to press against
development. Many, however, agreed
with Senator Brian McMahon, Chairman
of the Joint Committee on Atomic
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Energy, who in a letter to President
Truman observed that "there is no
moral dividing line that [ can see be-
tween a big explosion which causes
heavy damage and many smaller explo-
sions causing equal or still greater
damage, '™ ?

Determination of an optimal force
structure, assignment of missions and
roles to the services, and judging the
adequacy of prevailing strategic doctrine
requires some fairly precize knowledge
of the size and composition of the
American nuclear stockpile for the years
1945.-50. We noted earlier that Nitze
alone among the State Department
members of the study group was pro-
vided official access to this data, While
numerical projections of the size of the
Soviet nuclear stockpile are contained in
NSC-68, no comparable information is
provided or discussed for the U.S. stock-
pile. Indeed, this data is still classified,
under provisions of the Atomic Energy
Act of 1954 (42 US.C. 2161) and
Section 8 of Executive Order 11652
(318/72).*°

Some notion of the size of the U.S,
stockpile would do much to explain the
attitudes of a variety of officials en-
gaged in the policy planning process in
those first months of 1950. As Quester
emphasizes, **

...s50 much of the strategic

speculation of this period may

have been crucially dependent on
whether the United States pos-
sessed 25 or 250 or 2,500 bombs

of Hiroshima size. How ‘im-

possible’ would a preemption of

Soviet nuclear development have

been in 1948, or a “taking out” of

the development in 19507 . . . one
can see how the retrospective in-
terpretation of the atomic bomb
as an ultimate weapon is related
to complementary self-evaluations
very widely held amongst Ameri-
cans. ... The explanation |com-
monly| offered for the failure to
impose territorial demands on the
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Russians (e.q., demands for the

democratization of Poland and

the Balkans, for a corridor to

Berlin, or even for substantial

political changes in the U.S.S.R.

itself) is that the West “trusted”
the Soviets in a mood of mag
nanimity or naivete unprece-
dented in international politics;
the West's trust was thus pre-
sumably betrayed. As the weight
of the atomic bomb is down-
graded, however, then all this
period does not seem so stupid or
paradoxical. An honest explana-
tion of these events probably will
have to be more complicated, less
flattering to the generosity of the

West, more flattering to the stra-

tegic sensibility of the American

leaders involved,

Indeed, the drafters of NSC-68 were
very sensitive to just such considera-
tHons. Charles E. Bohlen, then Minister
in Paris, wrote to Nitze in April 1950,
after aiding the study group the previ-
ous month, that “too much emphasis
has been given to the atomic bombasa
deterrent in the past while we had the
monopoly.”' He continued,

I think it is difficult to deduce

any evidence that this monopoly

on our part influenced Soviet
policy during this period or
abated its aggressiveness. Con-
versely and logically, there has
perhaps been too much emphasis
placed upon the effect on Soviet
policy of their possession of the
atomic weapon.?®
The study group finally agreed that
“although the United States probably
now possesses, principally in atomic
weapons, a force adequate to deliver a
powerful blow upon the Soviet Union
and to open the road to victory in a
long war, it is not sufficient by itself to
advance the position of the United
States in the cold war.”*®

In any case, it is clear that the

number of atomic bombs--assembled
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and unassembled —could not have been
very large. Brodie estimates that by the
beginning of the Korean war “the
United States had accumulated only
about three hundred fission hombs,
each having a yield roughly twice that
of the 20 kiloton bomb used at Naga-
saki," all designated for use in Europe
and the Soviet Union.*” It is known
that considerable production and supply
difficulties greatly reduced the supply
of bombs anticipated shortly after the
war. Quester notes that [ g]reat amaze-
ment and concern were now several
times expressed within the government
on the small size of the stockpile, and
this perhaps explains why only two
bombs were detonated in tests in 1946
(at Bikini) and none in 1947.""*#

Recently declassified papers of the
Joint Chiefs of Staff provide a fairly
precise estimate of the number of nu-
clear weapons the military thought
necessary for combat, and of the num-
ber that were likely to be available at
specific times. Thus, in a 29 October
1947 memorandum for the Chairman of
the Atomic Fnergy Commission {Lilien-
thal), Fleet Adm. William D. Leahy, for
the Joint Chiefs of Staff, declared that
“If a decision is made by competent
authority to use atomic bomlbs, the
Joint Chiefs of Staff have determined
that for war a military requirement
exists for approximately 400 atomic
bombs of destructive power equivalent
to the Nagasaki type bomb.”*®

Eight months later, the number of
bombs estimated to be required for the
first stage of a conflict with the Soviet
Union was halved. Thus, in a memo of 7
July 1948 Maj. Gen. D.M. Schlatter,
USAF, the Acting Assistant Deputy
Chief of Staff, Operations, for Atomic
Energy noted, in part:*?

1, General Kenney's letter
states the proposition that if he
had the capability to launch two
hundred (200) atomic hombs
simultaneously, he could insure
the United States against any

A2 004

enemy attack other than sporadic

raids. He points out that the 70

Group [of combat aircraft] pro-

gram will give him sufficient air-

planes and crews to execute such

a mission but that availability of

atomic bombs is a limiting factor.

2. General Kenney therefore
recommends that a program be set
up as the ultimate USAF goal as
follows:

(a) production of a bomb
which can be assembled and
stockpiled so as to be made avail-
able at loading areas within 24 to
48 hours;

(b) a stockpile of two
hundred (200) bombs to be fabri-
cated and stored in selected base
areas;

(c) sufficient assembly per-
sonnel to be trained to provide for
simultaneous dispatch of two
hundred (200) bombs; and

(d) the USAF to assume
control of the stockpile.

General Schlatter notes further that “by
1 January 1951, AFSWP | Armed Forces
Special Weapons Project] will have the
capability to assemble one hundred
(100) bombs simultaneously but that
the simultaneous assembly of two hun-
dred (200) bombs appears beyond the
planned capability . . . .”"*!

The more advanced Mark IV bomb
was still under development in late
1948. Safety considerations precluded
bombs being stored for long periods in
fully assembled form, thus requiring
rapid assembly and loading by carefully
trained assembly teams, and careful
construction of assembly and storage
facilities.* These considerations
severely restricted the number of bombs
available on instant notice. A memo by
Air Force Chief of Staff Vandenberqg
outlined projected capabilities of
assembly teams in late 1948:%°

3. The study on which the
requirement for stockpile ex-
pressed in J.C.S. 1745/5 was
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based envisioned attacks on ap-
proximately 100 different urban
locations, Multiple attacks on
some of the locations raised the
total required on target to ap-
proximately 150. The efficient
utilization of atomic bombs will
dictate the use of one bomb only

in any one attack on an objective

area. Therefore, the maximum

which would be dispatched in any
one attack under present condi-

tions is unlikely to exceed 100.

4. It is recognized that the
requirement for a daily assembly
rate of 100 bomhs cannot be met
in the near future with present
type teams and the Nagasaki type
bomb...[6.] 1t is therefore
recommended that the Joint
Chiefs of Staff: a. Establish an
objective . . . that assembly or-
ganizations and facilities be capa-
ble of final assembly of atomic
bombs on operating bases at the
rate of 25 per day . . ..

By | January 1950 just 225 aircraft
capable of delivering atomic bombs
[one bomb per sortie], plus 78 B-29
tankers, were ready for service in the
Strategic Air Command, and training
programs for Bomb Assembly, Bomb
Commanders, and Weaponeers, though
""well advanced,”’ were not expected to
be completed until June of that year.®*
Estimated attrition rates of 10-25 per-
cent were thought not unlikely given
the known and projected Soviet invest-
ment in air defense capability.

At the time the NSC-68 study team
began its work, then, the potency of the
U.S. military capabilities, while not in-
significant, was clearly more modest
than many had thought, a fact that
Nitze certainly, and perhaps a few
others on the study team, knew to be
the case, On the basis of the data
discussed here and of other recently
released documentation, it is likely that
Brodie's estimate of the number of
nuclear weapons available at the onset
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of the Korean war was optimistic by a
third. The number that could have
successfully been delivered on target
was certainly smaller still.

The foregoing account indicates that
great uncertainty accompanied construc-
tion of estimates of American strategic
strength in the few weeks in which the
NSC-68 study team worked. The Soviet
atomic explosion in late 1949 took most
by surprise, though in hindsight some
came to think that it should not have
been so unexpected,®® All the while the
.8, Air Force was fighting mightily for
full custody of and operational responsi-
bility for the nation’s yet meager stock-
pile of nuclear weapons, successfully
engaging the Navy in a bizarre encounter
in which one senior naval officer labeled
strategic bombing ‘‘as practiced in the
past and as proposed for the
future ... militaridly unsound and of
iimited effort, ... morally wrong,
and . . . decidedly barmful to the sta-
bility of a postwar world.”"*® The Navy
nevertheless wanted nuclear weapons,
and had indeed been assured some par-
ticipation in their custody and use at the
Key West conference of March 1948,

It should be emphasized that the
military, here considered as represented
by the Joint Chiefs of Staff and the
network of staff committees beneath
them, constantly sought policy quidance
from the civilian planners of this period,
and were repeatedly frustrated in this
search by what they viewed as the
inability or unwillingness of the State
Department and National Security
Council to provide them with clear
policy directives that they would then
implement. NSC 20/4 (23 November
1948}, ‘'U.S. Objectives With Respect to
the U.5.5.R. to Counter Soviet Threats
to U.S. Security,” while helpful to the
Chiefs and to the members of the Joint
Strategic Survey Committee, was still
sufficiently vague so as to make plan-
ning for its implementation little more
than an exercise in the construction of
wish lists by each of the services.
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In any case, it was clear that direct
military influence was rather unfocused
and of modest influence on the mem-
bers of the NSC-68 study team, not in
the sense that military matters were not
seriously considered—this in fact was a
principal, if not the main, focus of
NSC-68-but rather in the sense that the
preponderance of suggestions that a
nonincremental increase in U.S. defen-
sive capabilities was imperative came

not from the Department of Defense,

whose military and civilian leadership
felt bound by and actively defended a
defense budget for fiscal 1950 of less
than $15 billion,*? but from the civilian
planners of the State Department. The
Joint Chiefs continually sought to re-
ceive—not offer—policy quidance for
force planning from the National
Security Council. Numerous NSC
studies, many originating in State’s
Policy Planning Staff, sought to offer
such guidance, in greater or lesser detail,
throughout the decade following the
major reorganization and reconstruction
of the national security establishment in
1947,

The self-limiting nature of military
participation in national security deci-
sionmaking characterized the entire
postwar period. ‘With the exception of
a few activists such as Arthur Radford,
Maxwell Taylor, and Arleigh Burke, the
Joint Chiefs of Staff since World War 11
have sought to maintain the formal
division between policy decision in the
subordinate area of administration and
implementation over which they claim
authority."*® George Marshall’s con-
siderable influence with Harry Truman
occurred during the former's civilian
tenure as Secretary of State and of
Defense. The Chiefs had no direct
operational role in any of the services,
though they were and are invariably
held accountable for all manner of
strategic and tactical reverses.®® This
eventual assent to the contents of
NSC-68, together with that of their
obstinate Secretary, Louis Johnson,

produced for the President the political
support he desired before he was to
decide whether, and how, the recom-
mendations of the document were to be
implemented.

Peveeptions of U.S, Economic Capa-
bilities. By the close of 1949 the De-
fense Department had long been re-
signed to a modest fiscal 1950 budget of
$13.5 billion. The Policy Planning Staff
members of the joint study group
quickly extended “an invitation [to
their Defense Department counterparts |
to break out of the straitjacket of
Defense Department strategic thinking
and to explore unencumbered by the
severe budgetary pressures of the
Truman-Johnson administration, the
strategic requirements of national
security.”®® Bureau of the Budget Di-
rector Frank Pace, Louis Johnson, and
numerous members of Congress were
convinced that the nation's economy
could not withstand massive deficits
necessary in order to finance a larger
defense establishment. Adverting to the
unwillingness of Britain to assume anew
a leading role in world politics, John
Lukacs has observed: %!

There is a standaid...ex-
planation of [ Britain's] condition.
Their finances were exhausted,
they were on the verge of bank-
ruptcy: a hard economic fact.
They had spent most of their
money in the Second World War;
consequently they could no
longer afford to play the role of a
great power. Allow me to chal-
lenge this hard economic fact.
When people say they cannot
afford something, this usually
means that they don't want to
afford it....Germany in the
1930's could not afford to spend
money on armaments: Hitler gave
this economic condition not a
thought. In the summer of 1940
the British could nary afford to
fight Hitler, low as they were in
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cash, and devoid of guns, rifles,

tanks: they gave this economic

condition not a thought. rightly
so, In the lives of individuals as
well as in the lives of nations

... the Hard Facts of Economics

turn out, especially in retrospect,

to have been the softest factor of

all.

The United States would soon learn
this to be the case, with the Korean war
just 2 months away from the comple-
tion of NSC-68. The study group, con-
vinced that the country could success-
fully shoulder the burden of a $35-50
billion defense budget, should events
prove that necessary, received various
estimates of American economic poten-
tial, many of which concurred with its
conclusions. The Assistant Secretary of
State for Economic Affairs, reviewing a
draft of NSC-68, noted that:

If one compares the total eco-
nomic capacity, the gap [ between
the U.S, and U.S.5.R.| is so
tremendous that a slight and slow
narrowing would have little mean-
ing, OQur economy has doubled its
capacity about every twenty years
for at least four such periods, and
it has not stopped growing. Popu-
lation increase, technology and
compound intevest take care of
that, And the U.S.5.R. will have
great difficulty in making com-
parable gains in absolute terms
from so much lower a base,%?

The Council of Economic Advisors con-
curred, noting that ‘‘the United States
economy’s capacity for growth is such
that substantial new programs could be
undertaken without serious threat to
our standards of living, and without
risking a transformation of the free
character of our economy.”*? A num-
ber who read NSC-68 voiced concern
that the expenditures contemplated,
though not spelled out there, might
prove to destabilize the economy in a
dangerous fashion. Thus, a Bureau of
the Budget staff member warned:
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The implications of higher mili-
tary expenditures are of course
mainly a matter of degree. It
cannot be said that at any point
such expenditures are "too high.”
They must be sufficient to meet
minimum requirements for the
security of the Nation. But
security rests in economics as well
as military strength, and our con-
sideration should be given to the
tendency for military expendi-
tures to reduce the potential rate
of economic growth, and at an
advance stage to require measures
which may seriously impair the
functioning of our system.®*

Others saw the consequences of greatly
increased military expenditures to be
still more far-reaching. Assistant Secre-
tary of State for Public Affairs Edward
W. Barrett, commenting on a late draft
of NSC-68, noted:

My most important point: the
whole paper seems to me to point
to a gigantic armament race, a
huge buildup of conventional
arms that quickly become ohso-
lescent, a greatly expanded mili-
tary establishment in being. I
think that, however much as we
whip up sentiment, we are going
to run into vast opposition among
informed people to a huge arms
race. We will be warned that we
are heading toward a “‘garrison
state.”” Moreover, even if we
should sell the idea, [ fear that the
U.S. public would rapidly tire of
such an effort. In the absence of
real and continuing crises, a dic-
tatorship can unquestionably out-
last a democracy in a conventijonal
armament race.®*

Unconvinced, some, like study group
consultant Dr. Ernest ©O. Lawrence,
believed the costs of investment in
strategic weapons to be “‘chicken
feed,”®® and urged greater investment
in basic science and scientific educa-
tion.
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All who reviewed that document
agreed that its “message” should be
publicized vigorously to prepare the
public for the sacrifices to be asked of
them, Robert Lovett, a study group
congultant, suggested that “the Conclu-
sions [of NSC-68| should be stated
simply, clearly, and in almost tele-
graphic style,'” or in what he referred o
as ""Hemingway sentences” adding that
“if we can sell every useless article
known to man in large quantities, we
should be able to sell our very fine story
in larger quantities.’’®” Ceorge Kennan,
echoing similar views, stressed that it
was not only the public that required
instruction in the substance of U.S.
Foreign policy:©#

I think it quite essential that we

find a new and much more effec-

tive approach to the problem of
making our policies understood
within this Government and
among our own people. .., You
still have the most distinguished
and influential of our columnists
and diplomatic observers making
statements which reflect an al-
most incredible ignorance of basic
elements of our foreign policy, to
say nothing of the state of mind
of Congressional circles. The first
prerequisite for people who are to
concern themselves with explain-
ing policy to others is that they
themselves should understand
it....I think that we must not
fear the principle of indoctrina-
tion within the government ser-
vice. ... There is no reason why
every responsible officer of the

Department and Foreign Service

should not be schooled and drilled

in the handling of the sort of

questions concerning our foreign

policy which are raised morning
after morning by Lippmann and

Krock and others . . . .

Such views were not uncommon
among those close to the study group,
and a general concern for ensuring the

psychological readiness of the American
public for substantially increased de-
fense expenditures grew among the
study group members as they neared
completion of their project. Concern
and attention were expressed as well in
NSC-68 itself for the psychological
readiness of the Soviet public for the
opportunity to rebel against their
regime, particularly during a state of
war with the United States. Efforts to
produce such a receptivity for rebellion
were undertaken by way of planning for
massive psychological warfare in the
event the United States was forced into
war and resulted in the drafting of,
among other contingency plans,
NSC-74, "A Plan for National Psycho-
logical Warfare,” 10 July 1950.%"

Conclusions. NSC-68 is above all a
close examination of U.S. military capa-
bilities and intentions drafted in a
period when the nation's position in
international affairs appeared particu-
larly bleak, and when the necessity for a
nonincremental increase in its invest-
ment for defense and security thus
seemed especially compelling. At a
meeting early in 1950 of the Policy
Flanning Staff, Director Paul Nitze out-
lined the basis of the general apprehen-
sion: 7"

There are an increasing number

of signs of toughness on the part

of the Kremlin: the informal

opinion of the Joint Chiefs now is
that the Soviet Union could begin

a major attack from a standing

start so that the usual signs of

mobilization and preparation
would he lacking; there are in-
creasing indications that some of
the basic elements of Communist
dogma no longer hold, ie., that
the Communist bastion has in-
finite time in which to achieve its
purpose, that capitalist nations
carry within themselves the seeds
of their own destruction which
require watering but not planting
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by the Soviet Union, that the Red

Army is used only when a revolu-

tionary atmosphere makes the

situation right for the coup de
grace, etc.

While Kennan, Bohlen, and others dis-
agreed strongly with this assessment of
Soviet capabilities and intentions, they
did not oppose an increase in defense
spending so long as the funds appropri-
ated decreased the considerable U.S.
reliance on its nuclear weapons inven-
tory, a consideration with which study
group members generally concurred,
though the latter simultaneously pressed
for the development and deployment of
the hydrogen bomb. The near exclusive
reliance on the nuclear deterrent and
fighting force, embodied in all the
Pentagon's contingency war plans of the
period, was something that all invoived
in the NSC-68 planning process viewed
with great concern, an attitude shared
with numerous contemporary public
commentators. Quincy Wright, in the
July 1950 issue of World Politics,
warned that ‘“‘containment’ may tend
to produce a mentality of security
behind the atom bomb, while revolu-
tion, difficulties over succession, or
gradual administrative or scientific
deterioration within the Soviet Union is
hopefully and wishfully awaited.””"
The discomfort felt by study group
members with the heavy U.S. reliance
on its strategic arsenal failed, paradoxi-
cally, to dampen their enthusiasm for
possession of the hydrogen bomb: “If
the U.S. develops a thermonuclear
weapon ahead of the U85 R, the US.
should for the time being be able to
bring increased pressure on the
U.8.5.R.”" (NSC-68, Ch, VIII, A7).

Why this should be the case when
exclusive possession of the atomic bomb
for 4 years brought no readily dis-
cernible (to the Americans, at least)
restraint in Soviet foreign policy is never
explained in the document. Several
pages later in NSC-68 it is admitted that
“one of the present realities is that the
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United States is not prepared to
threaten the use of our present atomic
superiority to coerce the Soviet Union
into acceptable agreements' (Ch. IX,
Ad). Again, it is not clear how or why
the United States would have been any
more ‘‘prepared’ to take advantage of a
thermonuclear capability when it could
not or would not with its atomic capa-
Lility in the face of what it had deter-
mined, in a series of foreign policy crises
after 1945, to be significant Soviet
provocation.”? The limited size of the
U.S. stockpile, as we have seen, would
account for some of this American
"restraint,”” but would not alone make
clear the full misgivings of U.S, defense
planners. The documentary record does
consistently demonstrate the presence
of great uncertainty, and considerable
risk aversion, surrounding discussions of
these fundamental issues in 1949 and
1950,

NSC-68, together with the Truman
Doctrine 3 years earlier, were most
certainly instances in which the threats
to U.S. national security were calcu-
latedly ''oversold.” In both cases, but
especially in the former, the reasons for
such “marketing” of the product were
clear. Paul R. Schulman's comments on
the origins of America's space program
bear directly on the intentions impelling
the drafters of NSC-68:7"

It often happens that non-
incremental policy managers,
painfully aware of the vulnerabili-
ties to which their programs are
subject, will go to great lengths to
establish congenial political en-
vironments. Frequently, a non-
incremental policy will be “over-
sold” to the public in order to
qain the support and resources
deemed essential in the over-
coming of thresholds. Once over-
sold, it becomes difficult to
modify the basic objectives of the
policy without threatening the
political foundations upon which
its support has been based.
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Nitze and his colleagues contemplated a
tripling of the current defense budget,
were all or most of the NCS-68 recom-
mendations to be implemented—an ef-
fort that made economy-minded
administration officials blanch in hor-
ror. Many of these officials, however,
were equally disturbed with the grim
portrayal of American security outlined
in NSC-68 and, because they were not
immediately required to ohligate depart-
mental resources for the programs of
rearmament envisaged in the document,
felt free to assent to its conclusions, in
the knowledge that, at least in the short
term, they would not be required to
defend them before the Congress and
the public until the political waters had
been tested by the President and his
chief advisors in the National Security
Council. Nitze and Acheson knew that
Truman supported their efforts, and
would blunt Secretary Johnson’s wrath
at the project and its leadership. Follow-
ing the submission of the document to
the President, efforts were quickly or-
ganized to “cost out” the major pro-
gram recommendations. Less than 2
months after the first meeting (2 May
1950) of the Ad Hoc Committee on
NSC-68, the Korean war began, and
rearmament commenced in earnest,
following closely the directions outlined
in NSC-68,

To what extent was the decision-
making process leading to NSC-68 a
“rational”’ one, perhaps worthy of
preservation and reinforcement? Three
observations may be made here. First,
the State Department's new Policy Plan-
ning Staff, directed successively by Ken-
nan and Nitze, proved adept at pro-
viding Secretaries Marshall and Acheson
with a measure of foreign policy fore-
casting capability and analysis unknown
to their predecessors. The doctrine of
containment, formulated by Kennan
and others at least as early as 1946, had
by 1950 achieved axiomatic status, re-
ceiving virtually unanimous support by
senior civilian and military officials, and

by the general public. It remains the
“core consensual goal”’’? of American
foreign policy to this day, surviving a
series of alterations in emphasis, from
the "rollback” rhetoric of the FEisen-
hower-Dulles  years, to the détente
strateqy pursued by three Democratic
(Kennedy, Johnson, Carter) and two
Republican {Nixon, Ford) administra-
tions. Korea and Vietnam represent
failures of implementation of a policy —
containment—whose main lines had
been laid down almost immediately
after the defeat of the Axis powers in
1945, The onset of the Korean war, of
course, confirmed the worst suspicions
of the drafters of NSC-68, and while
critics like Kennan and Bohlen still
demurred from the document's account
of Soviet intention, the events of late
June 1950 confirmed for the partici-
pants of the study group the accuracy
and timeliness of their analysis.

Next, it must be emphasized that the
study group solicited a divergent range
of views and opinion in the course of
drafting the document, and during the
subsequent period of revision and
amendment, despite the fact that the
drafting process was conducted in con-
siderable secrecy. The document, it
must be recalled, expressed great
pessimism about the readiness of the
United States in the event of a major
confrontation with the Soviet Union,
even were ity recommendations to be
adopted in their entirety. These mis-
givings were shared by advocates and
critics of NSC-68 alike, all parties work-
ing in an unfamiliar environment not
unlike that which presented itself to the
U.S. political and military elite a decade
and a half later in the course of Vietnam
war deliberations.”® The costs of re-
armament and the likelihood of public
support for the same were actively
debated in 1950, as they were in 1968,
In both cases, active deliberations and
settled views were, in some real sense,
chronically “overtaken by events.” That
this was so cannot count against the
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rationality of the process generating
response after response to new con-
figurations of issues and data, unless it
could be demonstrated that a Gresham'’s
Law of planning drove the system to
failure—unless, that is, it could be
shown that ‘‘bad’ plans, opinions, and
advice, systematically drove out "“‘good”
versions of these. It is at least as likely,
as Robert Levine has argued, that good
and bad plans coexdsted, and could not
readily be distinquished by decision-
makers, individually rational though
they might be.”® These considerations
thus alert us tc be sensitive to the
fallacy of composition described early
in the paper, viz., to avoid conflicting
the rationality of the decisionmakers
with the rationality of the process, of
which they are a part.

Finally, we must emphasize again the
great turbulence of events surrounding
the drafting of NSC-68, and the
enormous uncertainty and apprehension
confronted in a series of deliberations
culminating in the drafting of that
document and its subsequent revision.
Many of the participants in the project
were convinced that time was against
them and their European allies, despite
the acknowledged enormous devastation
suffered by the U.S.S.R. in the recent
war. The onset of the Korean war
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confirmed in the minds of most, if not
all, of the participants in the drafting of
NSC-68 the essential accuracy of their
analysis and forecasts, and thus set a
precedent for the later commissioning
of a series of similar ad hoc analyses of
U.S. foreign policy position papers of
varying scope and influence. These had
the unfortunate byproduct of trans-
ferring an enormous amount of dis-
cretion in the shaping of American
foreign policy from the Congress to the
President, a process that was to display
its full consequences in the course of
American participation in the Vietnam
war.
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